Recent reports about the stability of marriages appear to yield conflicting conclusions. We reconcile these estimates, showing that data from several sources uniformly point to increasing marital stability among those married since the mid-late 1970s.
I. Introduction
This paper documents trends in marital stability over recent decades. Our assessment is motivated by a desire to update earlier analyses with the latest data, as well as an attempt to reconcile apparently conflicting results. The reconciliation points to an unequivocal increase in marital stability since the 1970s.
In Stevenson and Wolfers (2007) This analysis (as originally published) is presented in Figure 1 . The finding of a lower likelihood of divorce among those who married in recent decades appears to hold irrespective of how many years into these marriages one assesses the cumulative divorce rate. The U.S. Census Bureau (2005) also analyzed these data and their analysis of the survival of first marriages at each anniversary (a function of both divorce and death), reproduced as Table 1 , points to a similar trend of more stable marriages among those who wed in recent decades.
More recently released marital history data from the 2004 SIPP has been analyzed by the U.S.
Census . In contrast to what was previously found, their tables suggest that there has been a recent rise in marital instability for marriages of all durations and that both first and second marriages since the mid-1970s were less likely to survive to celebrate 10th, 15th, 20th, or higher anniversaries than previous marriage cohorts. These data are presented, as published, in Table 2 . Coverage of this data release in the popular press emphasized that a minority of marriages were likely to reach their silver (25 th ) anniversary, and reported that marital dissolution has risen in the United States over recent years.
2 Given the importance of accurate measurement of family change for policymakers, it is imperative to both reconcile these competing claims and to present a clearer picture of the underlying trends.
2 For instance, the New York Times reported that "For the first time at least since World War II, women and men who married in the late 1970s had a less than even chance of still being married 25 years later." The same article continued, arguing that "the latest numbers suggest an uptick in the divorce rate among people married in the most recent 20 years covered in the report, [1975] [1976] [1977] [1978] [1979] [1980] [1981] [1982] [1983] [1984] [1985] [1986] [1987] [1988] [1989] [1990] [1991] [1992] [1993] [1994] This leads one to ask: What is driving the apparent differences between Tables 1 and 2? Note that the apparent deterioration in marital stability in Table 2 is only evident in the most recent period. The resolution of this apparent conflict ultimately lies in measurement issues: a footnote at the bottom of Table 2 are not true survival probabilities, as many in the denominator were not actually "at risk" of reaching the stated anniversary by the survey date. Equally, these data are exactly what they claim to be: the proportion of each marriage cohort who had reached their stated anniversary by the survey date. Thus the problem is not with the measurement technology, but rather that it was used to construct estimates that are not particularly useful, reflecting as they do the influence of both marital disruption and the timing of marriages within a calendar year.
This rather confusing coding choice affects only the (highlighted) bottom number in each column of each panel of Table 2 (except the 5 th anniversary data, which are complete for all cohorts listed). And it is these unique estimates that yielded the (mistaken) impression that marital stability had fallen. Indeed, omitting the highlighted numbers from Table 2 yields estimates of completed marital durations for each cohort that is both similar to those shown in Table 1 , and consistent with the view that marriage has become more stable since the 1970s. The same issues do not affect the data shown in Table 1 , because the report based on the 2001 SIPP only estimated survival rates for marriages that had all actually reached the relevant anniversary. Thus, how the data was coded and reported, rather than trends in marital disruption, explain the different patterns observed across recent Census data releases.
II. Re-Analysis of the 2004 SIPP
The previous section points out that there were some flaws in the way the recent data was reported. We now turn to asking: what are the most recent trends in marital stability? In this section, we provide a few simple ways to better answer this question, using the recently-released data from the 2004 SIPP. This analysis illustrates a consistent finding of falling divorce rates for couples married since the 1970s across several datasets.
There are two ways to correct the published data so that they only reflect trends in marital stability. The simplest correction involves dividing the affected numbers by 0.9. If one in ten marriages
were not "at risk" to reach a particular anniversary then this adjustment should yield a reasonable assessment of the true marriage survival rates. Note, however, that this only involves adjustments to the last assessed marital anniversary for each marriage cohort.
A second correction potentially affects the estimates for all the groups: we simply drop the last annual wedding cohort from each 5-year grouping, and re-compute our estimates from the microdata.
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Thus, we compare, say, those wed from 1990-93 to those wed in 1985-88, rather than the previous 1990-94 v. 1985-89 comparisons. The advantage of this approach is that it yields actual survival estimates for each anniversary, and the method is consistent, ensuring that we can make valid time-series comparisons.
We show the analysis for this latter correction in Table 3 , although it should be noted that both corrections lead to similar conclusions.
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The pattern for the corrected numbers is starkly different from that released by the Census.
Examining first marriages, the latest data for every anniversary up to the 25 th anniversary now point to flat or slightly rising marital instability. Overall, these data suggest that the trough in marital stability occurred among those wed in the 1970s, and that subsequently there is a systematic pattern of slightly increasing marital stability. In the latest realized data, survival rates for marital durations between 25 and 35 years reflect marriages from the period during which divorce was rising sharply (in the 1970s and earlier). Thus, the pattern of increasing marital stability is not evident beyond the 25 th anniversary.
Turning to second marriages we see that there is no clear pattern in the data, although in general second marriages have slightly higher dissolution rates. It is worth noting that there are fewer second marriages and thus the estimates are less precise.
Another advantage of constructing our own estimates is that we can assess the 5-year survival of one more marriage cohort-those married between 1995 and 1998. The slightly higher survival rate of these marriages also appears consistent with the trend toward greater marital stability (although they are not statistically significantly different from the 1990-93 5-year survival rates).
In Figure 3 we show our corrected estimates of the marriage survival rates for men and women While information on the month of marriage and divorce is collected, it is not, unfortunately, included in the public use files. Because of this our estimates cannot simply exclude those whose anniversary occurred in the months following the survey. Instead, by dropping every fifth year from the analysis, we drop those who are at risk of having an important anniversary occur in the months following the survey. 6 An alternative correction would stick with 5-year marriage cohorts, but change the cohort groupings so all members of the cohort were "at risk" of reaching the stated anniversary. Thus, we could compare the proportion of those wed from 1989-93 who celebrated a tenth anniversary with the proportion among those wed from 1984-88. Not surprisingly, this correction yielded estimates very similar to those shown in Table 3 . It is likely that the much-cited claim that one-in-two first marriages will end in divorce will be realized for those who married in the 1970s. Thirty years after these marriages formed 47.1% of them had ended in divorce. 7 The more recent data give us greater confidence in forecasting that subsequent marriages are less likely to end in divorce. Indeed, the divorce probabilities of the 1990s marriage cohort are now only a little above those who married in the 1960s, when comparing couples with similar marriage durations. It is worth noting that these cohorts will likely live longer than previous cohorts, giving them a longer period of time to be "at risk" of divorcing. Thus, declining divorce probabilities at each year of marriage yield a reasonably clear forecast of longer and more stable marriages, although rising longevity complicates any assessment of the relative likelihood of marriage ending by divorce rather than death.
III. Discussion
We have pointed to a subtle, but important issue in how divorce rates are measured and reported.
Even simple statistics can easily be misunderstood and, as in this case, were used to suggest (falsely) that divorce is rising. Conversely, our results point to a decrease in divorce following the tumultuous 1970s.
We can also turn to additional sources of data that provided further evidence on this front.
If divorce were actually rising, then one would expect to see the impact across several data sources. As such, Figure 4 shows the evolution of divorce rates, as measured by NCHS efforts to collect the counts of divorce certificates, state by state. These data quite clearly show a strong downward trend in divorce since the late 1970s or early 1980s, and certainly no uptick in recent years. These data are 7 Note that a limitation of constructing these estimates from retrospective marital histories is that the sampling frame is not all of those married in the 1970s, but rather those who wed in the 1970s, but survived until the survey date. Thus differential mortality by marital status may confound these data, particularly when analyzing marriage cohorts from several decades prior to the survey.
themselves somewhat imperfect, as the number of states reporting divorce data has been declining, and as Eckberg (1995) showed quite vividly (in the context of homicide statistics), changes in reporting areas can distort underlying trends. However, our (unreported) analysis of state-by-state divorce rates revealed that the observed aggregate decline in divorce is not driven by changes in the composition of reporting states.
If the divorce rates show declining divorce and earlier longitudinal data supported a story of decreasing divorce, then why were so many analysts (including many leading family scholars quoted in the press) easily misled to believe that divorce has been rising? A possible reconciliation is based upon stock-flow dynamics. While it is difficult to find data on the stock of ever-divorced people (most surveys only ask about current marital status), examining the currently-divorced population in Figure 5 shows that the number of people currently divorced has continued to rise long after the divorce rate peaked; indeed the population of current divorcees appears to have leveled off only in recent years.
Changes in the stock of people ever-divorced people reflect the rate at which people divorce and the rate at which those already divorced die. Analyses of the stock of those whose current marital status is divorced are further affected by the rate at which the divorced remarry. Only in recent years are those whose marriages dissolved during the period of highest divorce rates approaching the peak years of mortality. This explains why the stock of divorcees has continued to rise even decades after the flow of new divorces slowed.
Indeed, as Figure 4 shows, the risk of divorce, at least measured relative to the married population, peaked in 1979. And while the decline in marriage is also surely part of the reason for the fall in divorce, our analysis in Figure 3 shows that those marriages that did occur were less likely to end in divorce. However, as Figure 5 illustrates, the proportion of the population who are divorced continued to rise through the 1980s and 1990s, and has only begun to level out in recent years. Thus, despite lower divorce rates and greater marital stability today, a larger proportion of our social networks are divorcees than at any point over the past century.
Recognizing that the 1970s was an anomalous decade for marriage is important for understanding broader changes in the family. While the causes of the dramatic rise in the divorce rate between 1965
and 1975 are still being debated, it is likely that part of the explanation lie in the transition in family life and gender roles occurring through the 1960s and 1970s. Couples marrying after the 1970s were better calibrated about how their family life would play out and were likely better matched for a life together based upon modern gender roles. As such, they were likely in a better position to have their marriages survive than were those marrying in the 1970s. 
